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Introduction
The Idylls of the King is the last large work of Alfred, Lord Tennyson, in the
tradition of The Princess, In Memoriam A. H. H., and Maud. Though In Memoriam
is better known, the Idylls are the crowning achievement of the Poet Laureate.
While The Princess and Maud reflect social conflict and the individual's struggle for
identity, and In Memoriam confronts the immaterial realities of the Soul's struggle
with grief, hope, and faith in the face of adverse circumstances, the Idylls of the King
encompasses all these concerns within a legendary, and epic, Arthurian saga.
Though some critics have regarded them as fanciful retellings of the
Arthurian legends or simply a dark portrayal of human nature, a close inspection of
the Idylls reveals a realistic drama of the human struggle for values and identity in
the midst of a chaotic and surprisingly modern world. Both the complexity and
frustration of the human search for meaning and identity are captured within the
poem. Beneath the picturesque scenery of Camelot, and the epic Arthurian plot, lies
the poet's concern for the human effort towards hope and healing. I assert that the
Idylls are realistic rather than pessimistic for they confront and accept failure as a
requirement of the human condition. Moreover, the poem questions the role of
ethics and values while upholding their necessity in even the most utopian
societies.
A careful exploration of the Idylls, in particular, "The Holy Grail," is an
exploration of the self. Hallam Tennyson tells us that, "most explanations and
analyses, although eagerly asked for by some readers, appeared to my father
somewhat to dwarf and limit the life and scope of the great Arthurian tragedy"
1

(Memoirs, 2, 134). Tennyson's purpose was not to instruct, but to allow the reader
to observe and question.
This thesis will explore the characters and situations presented by Tennyson
in "The Holy Grail" to reveal their human qualities and frailties for the purposes of
examination and reflection in order to gain a greater understanding of spirituality.
For Tennyson himself said that, "My meaning in the Idylls of the King was spiritual.
I took the legendary stories of the Round Table as illustrations. I intended Arthur to
represent the Ideal Soul of Man coming into contact with the warring elements of
the flesh" (qtd. in Ricks 671). Hallam Tennyson, as well, observes that "Throughout
the poem runs my father's belief in one strong argument of hope, the marvelously
transmuting power of repentance in all men, however great their sin" (Memoirs, 2,
131).
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I
The Origin of the Idylls

Tennyson published his first Arthurian poem, "The Lady of Shalot," in 1832.
Hallam Tennyson notes that by 1833, his father had sketched in a prose outline for
an entire Arthurian epic, as well as fragments of "Sir Galahad" and "Morte
d' Arthur" (Memoirs, 2, 122). These early poems were lyric in nature, and while
Tennyson studied Arthurian literature and traveled in Wales and Cornwall for
inspiration, it was not until 1855 that he found the proper shape for the poem.
By 1857 he had completed the first four idylls under the title of Enid and
Nimue: The True and the False. Two years later he published the volume as The
True and the False: Four Idylls of the King. F. E. L. Priestley emphasizes the
instructional nature of these stories, while admitting that "the moral message is,
however, very general ..." (240). The four idylls include: "Enid," the story of the
faithful wife; "Elaine," the faithful maiden; "Guinevere," the faithless wife; and
"Vivien," the harlot. In 1870, after the publication of "The Holy Grail," these titles
would be expanded to "Geraint and Enid," "Lancelot and Elaine," "Guinevere," and
"Merlin and Vivien."
On the one hand, these stories are morality tales of sexual fidelity and
infidelity, but closer inspection reveals the beginnings of a larger, more
comprehensive approach towards the perception of truth and the understanding of
the Ideal. Since Camelot would be built upon Arthur's ideals, we can already see
through the characters of Lancelot, Geraint, Vivien, and Guinevere how, either
willfully or unintentionally, those values are being undermined. The reasons for
the failure of the Ideal have not yet been firmly established in these stories, and,
with the exception of Elaine, the characters fall prey to desire or insecurity for
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unknown reasons.
Tennyson's interest is more focused on why characters such as Arthur,
Merlin, Enid, and Elaine have such a difficult time discerning the deceptions that
plague them. This lack of discernment is what he is referring to with the title, The
True and the False:
0 purblind race of miserable men,
How many among us at this very hour
Do forge a life-long trouble for ourselves,
By taking true for false, or false for true.
(GE 1-4)
This lack of vision, which results in the spiritual decline of Camelot, increasingly
undermines Arthur's authoritative influence over some of the knights. Tennyson
explains it as: "the dream of man coming into practical life and ruined by one sin.
Birth is a mystery and death is a mystery, and in the midst lies the tableland of life,
and its struggles and performances" (Memoirs, 2, 127).
The struggles within these four idylls seek to display the confusion inherent
in the mystery of life. The characters strive for wholeness and understanding, but
they fall when their vision wavers. Michael Chepiga observes that
The inevitability of confusion, illusion, and failure is what gives the poem its
ironic stamp. Almost everyone in the work lives under the shadow of some
misapprehension. Guinevere does not recognize Arthur until too late.
Arthur cannot see the true Guinevere or Lancelot. Merlin sees the real
Vivien, but can do nothing to prevent her from having her way with him
(69-70).
Within the confusion and mystery that assaults Camelot, Tennyson's ideas for the
shape of "The Holy Grail" achieved their effect. Here, Tennyson realized, was the
soul of the modern struggle for values. Priestley expresses Tennyson's concern:
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Tennyson is not so naive as to think that the problem of retaining spiritual
values is a simple one. From the first, we are faced with the most
fundamental doubt of all: that of the validity of the values. What are the
origins of our ideals? (242).
Tennyson illustrated this question graphically in "The Holy Grail." Because the
question is spiritual in nature, Tennyson found the spiritual quest as the perfect
medium for exploring an answer.
When Tennyson first considered writing a Quest for the Holy Grail, he
dismissed the idea as unfeasible, for he feared "incurring a charge of irreverence."
He felt "it would be too much like playing with sacred things. The old writers

believed in the Sangraal" (Memoirs, 2, 126). But he kept turning the idea about in
his mind, for the Quest was a large part of traditional Arthurian myth. In addition,
he was also urged by the Queen, his wife, the Princess Royal, and other close friends
to undertake a story concerning the Quest despite his reservations. After over a
decade of deliberation, he finally hit upon an approach that satisfied him. Once he
was comfortable with the format, the bulk of the idyll came to him like "a breath of
inspiration" (Memoirs, 2, 126). Within a period of two weeks he had written the
entire Grail poem. Hallam Tennyson writes in Memoirs that,
Of all the "Idylls of the King" "The Holy Grail" seems to me to express
most my father's highest self. Perhaps this is because I saw him, in the
writing of this poem more than in the writing of any other, with that far away
rapt look on his face, which he had whenever he worked at a story that
touched him greatly, or because I vividly recall the inspired way in which he
chanted to us the different parts of the poem as they were composed (2, 92).
His conception of "The Holy Grail" appears to have been a key which
unlocked the purpose of the Idylls of the King as a whole. David Staines suggests
that "the completion of the Grail idyll permitted the poet to return to his general
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conception of an Arthurian poem and create a framew
ork for the entire work"
(Tennyson's Camelot 78). Elaine Jordan, as well, believes that
"the most important
meanings of the idylls of the King were achieved by 1869, with
the publication of
The Holy Grail and other poems" (177).
What was it about "The Holy Grail" that captured and redefined Tennyson's

purpose for the Idylls? There is no single answer to this question. To a certain
extent, however, it was an answer to the problems which he raised in his
1859

volume of the Idylls--for it illustrates, through Percivale's narrative, the process of
spiritual discernment. Or, as Harold Fulweiler suggests,
The subject of "The Holy Grail" is not simply the struggle between
g ood and evil or between practical responsibility and subjective idealism; its
pervasive theme is vision-- the perception of the world. Tennyson makes it
clear in the three idylls that precede "The Grail" that the characters'
perception is being distorted (156).
The question of discernment, as I mentioned earlier, is fundamental to the "M
erlin

and Vivien," and "Lancelot and Elaine" idylls, just as it would be to "Balin and

Balan," which Tennyson would later place as one of the three idylls preceding "The
Holy Grail." "Pelleas and Ettarre," published in 1869 with The Grail volume, also
illustrated the
trials of the naive Pelleas, who falls prey to the selfish Ettarre so

completely tha
t the revelation of her falseness, as well as Guinevere's, destroys his
ideals and
good intentions.
In addition, the narrative style Tennyson employed in "The Holy G rail"

Would propel him into writing "The Coming of Arthur," where King Leodegran
must decide, after hearing three different narrative accounts, whether or
not to
believe in Arthur's ability to rule and allow Arthur to marry his daughter,

Guinevere. Similarly, the earlier "Morte d'Arthur" was revised as "The Passing
of
Arthur," to complete a suitable framework for the Idylls as a whole.
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Tennyson himself describes "The Holy Grail" as "spiritually central" to the
Idylls. But it is spiritually central not simply because the knights all embark upon a
spiritual quest; indeed, the quest serves more to show how little the knights know
about spirituality. This is the genius of Tennyson's portrayal of the Spiritual Quest:
the irony which is unveiled as Percivale recounts the series of failures. The obvious
quest for the Grail is unsuccessful, but the quest for self and identity--the process of
examining and shaping personal and spiritual values--is happening throughout the
whole of the idyll as Percivale shares not only his story with Ambrosius, but the
stories of the other knights as well.
The presentation of the Grail quest is vital to the meaning of "The Holy
Grail" as well as being an aspect of what makes it "spiritually central." The
narrative of Percivale is, in itself, the true Holy Quest that Tennyson is portraying.
For through Percivale' s telling of the story, we see the world of Camelot through
new eyes, and he, too, begins to reevaluate his own experience. In The Spirituality
of Imperfection: Modern Wisdom From Classic Stories, Ernest Kurtz and Katherine
Ketcham propose that, "of all the devices available to us, stories are the surest way of
touching the human spirit" (17). As I shall discuss more fully later, this is doubly
true for Percivale, for unlike the other knights, he is telling his own story.

II
"The Holy Grail:" "Spiritually central to the Idylls"

"The Holy Grail" is also spiritually central to the Idylls because it marks the
climax of the Round Table's ability to transform and grow. Because they have been
participants in changing the world, the knights must now adjust to their new roles
of power in it. They must establish their own identities in order to maintain not
only their kingdom, but themselves. Roles have changed, and Arthur now needs
them to evolve from warriors into civilized and independent men, each capable of
carrying on the ideals that Arthur swore them to with his vows of knighthood:
"vows I Of utter hardihood, utter gentleness, / And, loving, utter faithfulness in
love, / And utter obedience to the King" (GL 541-44).
Unfortunately, the knights fail to perceive the purpose and function of
Arthur's vows, and as a result, they develop a moral blindness to the outcome of
their actions. Unable to achieve their goals, many knights refuse to reevaluate their
unethical actions. Consequently, they do not respond positively to their failures.
They do not see failure as an opportunity for spiritual growth; instead, they see
themselves as unworthy, and take reactionary and unwise actions to compensate for
their insecurities. Because they have idolized their King, the knights believe that
Arthur's ideal is the highest good, yet they continue to believe they are incapable of
such goodness. Balin sees himself as incapable of faith and courtesy: "'These be
gifts, / Born with the blood, not learnable, divine, / Beyond my reach"' (BB 170-2).
Even Lancelot has given up his free will for sinful love: "I needs must break /
These bonds that so defame me" (LE 1409-10).
Each holds Arthur's philosophy of chivalry and love as a great Truth that is
in some way beyond their ability or comprehension, and they are intimidated by
how fully they feel he lives out his Truth. They do not realize that Arthur is not
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expecting perfection so much as he wants them to see the need to search after it. W.
David Shaw reveals the reasoning behind this philosophy:
To seize and hold the truth, if truth were really attained, would destroy
morality and religion as we know them. For, as Browning understood, it
would destroy the desire for truth. A satisfied desire is inconsistent with
itself: if it is entirely satisfied, it is not a desire, and if it remains a desire, it is
only partly satisfied (222).
As humans we must always be striving towards our ideals, for once we achieve
them we cease to desire them. Hence, Arthur has purposely made his vows
impossible to attain because he desires perpetual growth. Unfortunately, the
emphasis on "growth" is subtly manipulated into an expectation of "attainment."
Percivale tells Ambrosius: "Brother, the King was hard upon his knights" (HG 299).
Tennyson's use of narrative in "The Holy Grail" succeeded for many reasons.
First, the reader is drawn into Percivale' s point of view to see and understand as he
does. The purpose of this, as Robert Langbaum recognizes, is to "establish the
reader's sympathetic relation to the poem, to give him 'facts from within"' (qtd. in
Ryals, Great Deep 150). Because spirituality, in this case the spiritual perspective of
the Holy Grail, is so subjective, Tennyson did not want the views expressed to be
considered his views. Instead, he wanted the reader to focus on the process and
creation of faith, doubt, and spiritual values.
Percivale's story is also successful because it accurately reflects the most
common way we realize and express our sublime experiences. When we speak of
the events that have happened to us, we are at that very moment shaping them and
giving them new meaning. We do this as we decide what is important and what
actually happened: this is evidenced by how we describe an event, which part we
tell first, and often the inherent conclusions we have added without our conscious
knowing. Percivale does all these things as he relates his story to Ambrosius: in
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answering questions he naturally would have avoided, in confronting the pain
resulting from these questions, in contrasting his story to the stories of others, and
in seeking to understand the King's proclamation upon the Quest as a whole,
Percivale's retelling is an event in itself, not only for himself, but for Ambrosius,
and for the reader; all are involved in a new experience by which they are able to see
and shape their lives.
Ultimately, Tennyson is demonstrating that spirituality involves the
human genius of imagination--the built in gift of creatively encountering the
unknown and unexpected. The deeper our understanding of existence and its
pitfalls, the richer and more intriguing our lives and stories become. For, as
Percivale struggles to understand in his search for spirituality, there is more to life
than meets the eye. Reality as it first seems is but a thin gauze, a tissue paper
wrapping on an expensive and elaborate gift, and the realizing of this gift can be
shared with others through stories:
Stories are the vehicle that moves metaphor and image into experience. Like
metaphors and images, stories communicate what is generally invisible and
ultimately inexpressible. In seeking to understand these realities through
time, stories provide a perspective that touches on the divine, allowing us to
see reality in full context, as part of its larger whole. Stories invite a kind of
vision that gives shape and form even to the invisible, making the images
move, clothing the metaphors, throwing color into the shadows. Of all the
devices available to us, stories are the surest way of touching the human
spirit (Kurtz 17).
Even though he is slow to understand the intricacies of his stories, Percivale is
nonetheless an accurate storyteller. It is Tennyson's intention that the reader shall
benefit from both Percivale's attention to detail and his inability to draw
conclusions. Tennyson has purposefully employed Percivale for his legendary
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qualities of purity and naivete.
Ideally, 'narrative' and 'vision' are intertwined, and when they are the result
is a higher degree of spiritual insight. "The Holy Grail" illustrates how we can tell
our own stories so that they affect and enrich our lives in just such a way. It also
allows us to participate in the creation of meaning in the same way that Percivale is
involved in it. This is Tennyson's lure to the reader: "polyvalence--the possibility
of multiple interpretations--[which] is the poem's most demanding and rewarding
characteristic" (Sylvia 298). Like Biblical parables, which Tennyson greatly admired,
calling them "perfection, beyond compare" (Memoirs 1: 325), "The Holy Grail" offers
a circumstantial story whose meaning varies according to the understanding of the
reader. For "The Holy Grail" is not a quest for answers or even conclusions; instead,
it attempts to understand the pain of questioning and allow us as readers to accept
Percivale's ultimate realization with the same spirit of patient forbearance: "So
spake the King: I knew not all he meant" (916).
Tennyson's challenge in "The Holy Grail" was to present Percivale's sincerity
and ignorance in equal measure, for he is to be an unwitting protagonist in his own
parable. Through Percivale's experience of questing, reflection, and narration,
Tennyson seeks to portray the epic quest of coming to terms with our own flaws and
shortcomings, for the Grail Quest is a parable about the human condition. As such,
it must be seen as a whole; Tennyson himself admits, "They have taken my hobby,
and ridden it too hard, and have explained some things too allegorically, although
there is an allegorical or perhaps rather a parabolic drift in the poem. I hate to be
tied down to say, 'This means that,' because the thought within the image is much
more than any one interpretation" (Memoirs 2: 127).
This warning also relates to our understanding of Percivale, for we must
often guess as to his motives. Even though we are given many clues, we can never
claim certainty as to what he learns through retelling his story, or how close he
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comes to figuring out Arthur's final speech to him. The most fruitful discussion,
then, approaches the idyll in the same way we see and interpret people: by
understanding the characters and noting how their stories match up with their
personalities.
The narrative technique in "The Holy Grail" is also what makes it modern-
modern for its realism and subjectivity. The Idylls not only force the reader to
respond, but they also create an atmosphere in which each interpretation has a
validity which corresponds with the reader's sympathy.
Idylls of the King exacts judgment, interpretation, and, in the end, self

evaluation. Indeed, the interpretive encounter implicit in the relationship
between the teller and audience is the subject of "The Holy Grail," and
Tennyson's own term, "parabolic drift"--is our most useful description of the
narrative method of Idylls generally (Sylvia 296).
Here then, amid uncertainty, is the beginning of the quest for spirituality and
spiritual values. Through the everyday activity of telling his story of what
happened, Percivale begins to do the real work of understanding himself. He and
the other returning knights must go back and start from the beginning, because only
now have they realized that they never clearly understood the nature of their quest.
In order to revise their approach to the quest, they must first figure out where
they went wrong. They must reevaluate their experiences with a fresh perspective,
although this is not as easy as it seems. Percivale cannot be objective about his
experiences, for they are still too painful, and Bors can not even speak his when he
returns to court. If Tennyson's intention in writing "The Holy Grail" was spiritual,
then Bors and Percivale are examples of the difficulty of coming to terms with
spiritual realities.
To explore spirituality is to explore our imperfection. Simply because we are
made as humans does not mean that we inherently understand what it means to be
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human. For as Percivale illustrates, we cannot be objective about our own
experiences. Without Ambrosius, Percivale wouldn't even be able to get his story
straight, for he must be prodded for details and held accountable in his facts. Kurtz
and Ketcham propose that, "the search for spirituality is, first of all, a search for
reality, for honesty, for true speaking and true thinking" (19). This is not so easy as
it sounds either, and for Tennyson it means risking openness with others so that we
might have the benefit of other opinions.
For Percivale, the exploration of self wrongly takes the form of monastic life.
"Reading in German metaphysics had evidently reinforced Tennyson's conception
that the not-self world of external objects exists only to the extent that one organizes
it for one's actions" (Ryals "Moral Paradox" 54). In other words, the only way
Percivale can rediscover himself is through choosing action. Tennyson believed
that deeds mark a person's identity and intentions more than mere introspection.
But Percivale's excitement and confidence in his abilities has been shattered, and
now he has little desire to explore his true dilemma. Only with the help of
Ambrosius, who "honored him, and wrought into his heart / A way by love that
wakened love within, / To answer that which came" (10-13), can Percivale can begin
to accept the painful realization of his imperfection. Even so, Ambrosius must still
draw him out and encourage him. Richard Sylvia notes that, "like every good
audience he is both curious and skeptical; moreover, he is interested in the human
elements of Percivale's adventure, an interest which counteracts Percivale's
tendency to focus on the fantastical or other-worldly" (300).
While he does speak honestly, Percivale wants to tell only the more romantic
and unusual aspects of the quest, but Ambrosius knows that the truth lies in the
commonplace details that Percivale is hiding. Ambrosius is also concerned with
bringing other people into the story. He wants to know what Arthur said and did
in response to the Quest; he asks how the other knights fared as a source of
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comparison, and he wonders if Percivale met any "real" people in his adventure ..
Ambrosius wisely seeks a frame of reference in which to place Percivale's story; like
Tennyson, he believes that Percivale's actions will reveal more than his beliefs.
Through telling his story in the light of Ambrosius' questions, Percivale reshapes
and enlarges the story, which in turn gives it more depth and meaning.
Finally, "The Holy Grail" allows Tennyson to reshape the collective identity
of the Round Table in the aftermath of the quest. When the knights gather in the
hall after the quest, Arthur demands stories. In telling their stories the knights are
consciously taking part in the reformation of community. Arthur's court has been
shattered for a year and a day, and they must now regroup and unite into a
collective whole. As each knight tells his story, Arthur and the other knights gain a
new sense of what it means to be a part of the Round Table. Arthur also uses this
time of reunification as an opportunity to pass judgment on his order and draw
conclusions about their experiences. This is the most significant part of Percivale's
story--through it we understand more of Arthur's expectations and note the wisdom
of his observations.
In remembering Arthur's words, Percivale gains a final perspective with
which he can see the Grail quest. The reader, too, is given something to consider,
for through Arthur's words we get the clearest sense of Tennyson's response to the
story.
This is a terrible age of unfaith. I hate utter unfaith, I cannot endure
that men should sacrifice everything at the cold altar of what with their
imperfect knowledge they choose to call truth and reason. One could easily
lose all belief, through giving up the continual thought and care of spiritual
things (!vfemoirs, 2,309).
While not orthodox in his Christianity, Tennyson was a profound believer in
God and the Spiritual. He says that '"The Holy Grail,' is one of the most
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imaginative of my poems. I have expressed there my strong feeling as to the Reality
of the Unseen" (Memoirs, 2, 90). Tennyson was convinced of the reality of the
Spiritual with more conviction than he believed in his physical self:
'Yes, it is true that there are moments when the flesh is nothing to me, when
I feel and know the flesh to be the vision, God and the Spiritual the only real
and true. Depend upon it, the Spiritual is the real: it belongs to one more
than the hand and the foot. You many tell me that my hand and my foot are
only imaginary symbols of my existence, I could believe you; but you never,
never can convince me that the I is not an eternal Reality, and that the
Spiritual is not the true and real part of me' (Memoirs, 2, 90).
Tennyson's concern in the Idylls then, is to exemplify the loss, and renewal of,
spirituality.
Tennyson's belief is that the soul upholds and strengthens the body. When
soul, fueled by the Ideal, begins to weaken, the body weakens as well. "For Arthur,
as for Tennyson, the spiritual exists behind the material; the soul does transcend the
body, though the transcendence occurs within the earthly environment of man's
physical world" (Staines, Tennyson's Camelot 77).
The knights are plagued by their loss of faith, and Tennyson illustrates this
loss with the slow decline of the knights' achievements. While Geraint can defeat
the Sparrowhawk, he cannot renew his faith in Enid after he learns of the Queen's
infidelity with Lancelot, despite the fact that Enid has given him no reason to doubt
her. Balin cannot overcome his disillusionment after he finds out about
Guinevere. As a result, his brother finds him defacing the shield that bears her
crown royal and slays him in confusion. Neither can Merlin overcome the
melancholy that consumes him once his role as Camelot's architect has been
fulfilled. He succumbs to Vivien through misjudgment and apathy. In all these
cases, it is not an outside force that brings low the knights. Instead, they succumb to

their own inability to
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assimilate the world around them, unable, as Katharyn Crabbe states, to reconcile
"the oppositions of soul and sense, shadow and substance, appearance and reality"
(Tennyson, 56).

III
"The Holy Grail" in Victorian Society

Though Tennyson did not believe in the Holy Grail, he seemed to have such
a strong respect for the beliefs of the old writers and the traditions that he did not
wish to openly dismiss it. In Chretien de Troyes' version of the Grail quest,
Percivale (Perceval) alone is successful in achieving the Grail and healing the King
and the land. In Malory, Galahad, Percivale, and Bors all achieve the vision and
arrive at the Spiritual City. In both these stories, the focus is on human worthiness
and purity, and the quests are marked by certainty of accomplishment. Tennyson's
knights seek for that same assurance in their quests for the the Grail, but Crabbe
notes that,
[Tennyson's] stance in Idylls is that of a man whose faith is not strong
enough to let him make that assertion. Instead, the poet requires his reader
to entertain the possibility, but only the possibility, of a Grail vision, of an
ascending Galahad, of the unity of man and God (Function 61).
Consequently, in every critical discussion of "The Holy Grail," the focus at
some point turns to the cause of its failure. It is commonly acknowledged that the
Grail quest is a spiritual quest, and as such, each critic must in some way deduce the
reasons for its failure, for understanding why the knights cannot succeed is key to
the whole Idylls. Yet, many do not stop to examine what it means that the quest is
portrayed in its aftermath, that the picture Tennyson gives us is, in reality, is the
picture of a failed quest beginning anew.
The apparent quest is for the Holy Grail, for healing. In reality, the knights
are searching for meaning and values. Both are aspects of the spiritual quest but the
latter must come before the former. The quest for the Grail must be the
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only ones to realize this. A Spiritual Quest is not an 'event,' as Percivale tries to
make it; it is an ongoing process, a series of events, each of which prepares the
individual for a larger understanding. Tennyson illustrated this clearly in In
Memoriam:
I held it truth, with him who sings
To one clear harp in divers tones,
That men may rise on stepping-stones
Of their dead selves to higher things.
(I: 1-4)
Healing comes when the soul in turmoil accepts the need to move forward and
adopt new ideals and goals. Thus, the Grail Quest has a minute sense of fulfillment,
and a much larger aura of incompletion; it has proven to be the first step in a much
larger process. While the knights have realized that their ideals are not satisfying,
they must now do something to change their goals
Michael Chepiga, because of the "inevitability of confusion, illusion, and
failure" in much of the Idylls, perceives them as ironic (69). This is because
Tennyson undermines the romantic dream of moral progress. Unlike his early
poetry, the dream of an ideal, artistic vision has been undermined by the realistic
experiences of the knights.
Tennyson was speaking directly to the Victorians of that time. Advances in
business, science, and government were infusing the general populace with a heady
vision of a better material life. Progress was turning the accepted methodology of
beliefs on its head, while scientific discoveries such as Darwin's changed the
perspectives of the educated world. As industry and medicine raised the standard of
living for the middle and upper classes, people believed that moral improvement
would follow:
Hope for the millennium was based on something called "moral progress,"
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the premise that human betterment was a built-in concomitant of material
progress. By a happy arrangement of Providence,cosmic tendency and
Victorian ambition coincided; the spirit of the universe was on their side
(Altick 108).
The ironic voice in Tennyson rebelled against the idea that when life is good,people
will become good as well. Instead,Tennyson saw that the opposite was more likely
to occur: when all our needs are fulfilled,with little effort on our part to fulfill
them,we become dissatisfied. Jerome Buckley notes that such Faustian themes
"recurred with innumerable variations ...throughout early Victorian literature "
(88). This was perhaps a response to the increasingly common Victorian lifestyle
where the objective of fulfilling needs was rapidly becoming the desire to fulfill
wants. As Arthur's knights also realized,the difference between the two is
seductive and confusing.
But like many other writers of his age,Tennyson did not celebrate the idea
that progress was making the world a better place. In "Locksley Hall Sixty Years
After," a disillusioned Tennyson admonishes: "Let us hush this cry of "Forward' till
ten thousand years have gone." With all his mystical inclinations,it is not
surprising that, like other astute Victorians,he "challenged the identification of
change (process) with improvement (progress) " (Altick 110). Tennyson was aware
that on some level, to the psychologically healthy individual,the discomfort and
pain of limitations must exist and be acknowledged.
Spiritual progress is no different,for,as Kurtz explains,
Spirituality begins in suffering because to suffer means first "to undergo," and
the essence of suffering lies in the reality that it is undergone, that it has to do
with not being in control, that it must be endured. We may endure patiently
or impatiently, but because we are human beings,because we are not at each
and every moment in ultimate control, we will suffer (21).
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Our failings are what force us to confront a reality which we often try to ignore. We
try to hide our blunders from others out of shame, and we often cast blame on
others when they let us down. But spirituality is the interlocutor between our
natural inclinations for expectation and disappointment, bringing justice and sense
to the trials of life.
After the relative tranquility of the Georgian period, the Victorian era was
marked by upheavals in all areas of social life. In contrast to the Regency era of the
early 1800' s, the Victorian era was characterized by an extreme pressure towards,
among other things, respectability, chastity, materialism, and manners. The role of
women in society was tightly prescribed as "the lesser sex," and there were feminine
virtues that needed to be upheld, although women began to be heard more as the
century came to a close. In addition, a variety of religious trends all gained and lost
precedence during the four decades of the Idylls' development.
The two aspects of Victorian culture which have most relevance upon a
discussion of "The Holy Grail" are the roles of women and spiritualism. Tennyson
was certainly aware of the spiritualist practice which had its Golden age from the
1B60'-::; ·cmtil the 1880' s. Concerned with mediumship, psychic powers, and women
healers, English spiritualism also concerned itself with female power and authority
(Owen 1). Through the holy nun who brings news of the Grail to Camelot,
Tennyson incorporates Victorian social norms into the Grail quest which also merit
inspection.
Ambrosius is at first skeptical that the Holy Grail is a reality because his
religious books are "mute of this miracle, so far as I have read" (66). Thus, he wants
to know the source of the tale--"who first saw this holy thing today?".
'A woman,' answered Percivale, 'a nun,
And one no further off from me
Than sister; and if ever holy maid
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With knees of adoration wore the stone,
A holy maid.'
(68-72)

Percivale's response is meant to diffuse any doubts that Ambrosius might have
about the Grail's validity. But the most interesting and important aspect of this
response is the order in which Percivale lists her qualifications. It seems as though
the nun's femininity sanctions her report more than her holiness or relation to
Percivale.
Percivale's response is even more interesting when considered in the light of
the feminine role in Victorian society. Alex Owen, in The Darkened Room:
Women, Power and Spiritualism in Late Victorian England, elaborates on the rising
trend in spiritualism and spirit mediumship which often "spoke of human
perfectibility and the dawning of a new age" (5). In addition, Owen notes that,
"Nineteenth-century prescriptive femininity both relied and insisted upon a
particular understanding of womanliness," which included,
the notion of innate female passivity, a negative attribute constructed in
opposition to a standard of masculine strength and virility, [and] a moral and
spiritual sensibility which acted as the perfect foil to the amoral cut and thrust
of the public world of men (7).
Victorian women were pushed into passivity in order to balance the extremes of the
male psyche. Since men were expected to flaunt their abilities and strain at their
moral limitations, women were needed to balance them with emotional restraint
and sound judgment.
Tennyson reflects this societal outlook in the holy nun. What she offers the
knights at Camelot is mediation with the spiritual realm in hopes that the Grail
"would come and heal the world of all their wickedness!" (93-94). Having heard of
Guinevere's sin with Lancelot, she feels it is her womanly duty to intercede for
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those who are unable to control their appetites.
Ironically, we learn through Percivale that she experienced an unhappy affair
which caused her to leave the court. Apparently shamed for her emotional
indulgence, she must consciously reassert her femininity in order to regain her
society's trust. She more than makes up for her transgression with her asceticism
and physical deprivation:
though never maiden glowed,
But that was in her earlier maidenhood,
With such a fervent flame of human love,
Which being rudely blunted, glanced and shot
Only to holy things; to prayer and praise
She gave herself, to fast and alms.

(72-7)
Having her aims and desires· undermined with no real power in Camelot to help
her, she finds a realm that offers her equal power and influence, and perhaps more,
for Owen notes that to Victorian women in the spiritualist movement, acceptance
and passivity equaled power (10). As mentioned earlier, spirituality begins with the
realization that we are not in control, that we must learn endurance. Spiritualist
culture glorified passivity and acceptance because it tamed the human will, making
it more resilient and versatile.
In accepting her failure to ignite another's love for her, she turns to the
passivity of holy life, to prayer and praise, fast and alms. Because she gives up her
will and embraces her new, monastic life, she turns her escape into an opportunity.
One Victorian spiritualist, Sarah Lewis, stated that "the one quality on which
women's value and influence depends is the renunciation of self" (qtd. in Owens 9).
The paradox underlying the nun, then, is that she gains power as she learns to
accept her fate. This "renunciation of self" will play a large role not only in her
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vision of the grail, but also in Galahad's.
Tennyson was certainly conscious of how the nun's good intentions had
destructive consequences for Camelot. Misinterpretation, the most dangerous of all
social phenomenon in the Idylls, once again transforms enlightenment into a false
idol. Owen's analysis of the dangers of misusing spiritualism can apply not only to
Victorian England, but to Camelot as well:
Spiritualist culture held possibilities for attention, opportunity, and status
denied elsewhere. More importantly, it did so without mounting a direct
attack on the status quo. In certain circumstances, it could also provide a
means of circumventing rigid nineteenth-century class and gender norms.
Spiritualism had the potential, not always consciously realised, for
subversion (4).
This is Tennyson's point in bringing the Grail quest through the nun. Because of
her good intentions and her holiness, and because her promise of healing falls on
desperate ears, no one but Arthur thinks to inspect the consequences of their
actions. For as Arthur knows too. well by this time, blindness will reverse all the
good inherent in a belief or an ideal.

N
"The Holy Grail" as a modern poem
The negation of good works through societal blindness is a modern theme,
and Will and Mimosa Stephenson cite, as typical characteristics of Modernism,
"complexity, ambiguity, and subjectivity." In addition, "there is nearly always a
disgust with the present and often a nee-romantic yearning for a primitive
legendary past. Narrative techniques often include ...subjective or multiple
narrators, and disrupted chronology" (49). I use this definition of Modernism and
assert that "The Holy Grail" is a modern poem primarily for the purpose of agreeing
that "the grail story is redolent with ambiguity" (51), and because in many ways,
Tennyson can be seen as revealing the ambiguities inherent in life. In doing so, he
reverses Victorian stereotypes to his advantage. By casting suspicion upon all
values and certainties, Tennyson illustrates the never-ending process of defining
truth. In "The Coming of Arthur," we find Merlin espousing the doctrine that,
"Truth is this to me, and that to thee; / And truth or clothed or naked let it be" (4067).
Clearly, it is Tennyson's purpose within the Idylls to render our
preconceptions null and void. We are forced to look beyond our day and age, back
into Camelot, to observe its creation and destruction. As Priestly states,
...it is not his primary purpose to re-vivify Malory's story in a dramatic
narrative, but to use Arthurian cycle as a medium for the discussion of
problems which are both contemporary and perennial (240).
What Tennyson is attempting in the Idylls is no mean feat, and Hallam feels that he
has succeeded in his goal:
...in spite of the temporary bearing down of the pure and lofty
purpose, the author has carefully shadowed forth the spiritual progress and
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advance of the world, and has enshrined man's highest hopes in this new-old
legend, crowning with a poet's prophetic vision the vague and disjointed
dreams of a bygone age (Memoirs, 2, 128).
In light of this understanding, we can more clearly understand Tennyson's
need to confront the question of spirituality within the Idylls of the King. He has
taken the story far beyond Malory's treatment of it as an epic, romantic saga. He is
confronting the unrealistic idealism that besieged the Victorians of his time, and he
asks a very modern question: "What should I be seeking?"
Society and civilization were created to increase humanity's chances for
survival. Consequently, as individuals in modern society, the primal struggle is no
longer with nature. Yet we are not always conscious of the responsibility involved
in having a share in that power. This responsibility involves helping to shape and
define society by shaping and defining ourselves. As such, our struggle is no longer
one of overcoming, so much as it is about renewal. As individuals, we must
continually redefine ourselves or become lost in the identity of societal expectations.
As Clyde de Ryals observes:
The self is unstable and must always be in process of renewal. For always the
problem of subjectivity, of self-immersion, presents itself: somehow an
objectification, an objective embodiment of self, must continually be sought
(Great Deep 5).
The problem of renewal is illustrated in the earlier idylls. Arthur and his knights
overcome the Roman forces and other petty kings to establish Camelot. In
overcoming these outside forces, they establish themselves and their culture. As
Lancelot's and Guinevere's sin becomes known, expectations subtly change, and the
knights must reevaluate themselves and their place in that society. Instead of
assessing this new development, they assimilate it unquestioningly without
realizing that by doing so, they must change or discard their belief in Arthur's ideals.
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But for whatever reason, the knights simply try to ignore this knowledge and
distract themselves with idle pursuits.
The desire for a Grail quest is, in actuality, a desire to dispel these illusions.
Arthur sees it as a "sign to maim" his society, because the knights would not be
chasing phantoms if their everyday lives were genuinely fulfilling. To Arthur, the
Grail is a sign of the knight's discontent and boredom, and for the most part he is
right. As the knights have so little to accomplish, the Grail quest breaks up their
malaise; they do not necessarily see it as a spiritual endeavor, as is evidenced by
Percivale's discussion with Ambrosius.
Ambrosius' character is created as a contrast to Percivale, but Tennyson has
been careful to keep him from detracting from the knight's story. His function is to
ask questions, to draw the story out for the reader while simultaneously
illuminating Percivale's hidden character. At first his questions seem mundane and
benign, but as Percivale's tale progresses, the contrast between the questions asked
and the story told becomes a guide for our response to this Holy Quest. In
Ambrosius' only speech, he illustrates the quest for meaning in his own life--how
he would
Delight myself with gossip and old wives,
And ills and aches, and teethings, lyings-in,
And mirthful sayings, children of the place,
That have no meaning half a league away:

Rejoice, small man, in this small world of mine,
Yea, even in their hens and in their eggs.
(HG 553-6, 559-60)
Percivale is discontent in the midst of Camelot--the seat of power and beauty in the
kingdom, but Ambrosius has learned to content himself amid the small realities of
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life, recoginizing that ills and aches are as much a part of the human experience as
mirthful sayings or spiritual quests.
Ambrosius, contrary to initial appearances, is the spiritual guide in the grail
story. Following Percivale's search for spiritual renewal, Ambrosius has offered his
own philosophy: "Rejoice, small man, in this small world of mine." It's difficult
not to reduce this theory to a cliche, but essentially, spirituality comes through
taking pleasure in the small events of life while realizing that they are not ends in
themselves. Consequently, Percivale's story is tragic because he is running away
from this very idea.

V

Sir Percivale and Sir Galahad

"The Holy Grail" begins with an omniscient narrator giving a synopsis of
Percivale' s remaining days on earth.
From noiseful arms, and acts of prowess done
In tournament or tilt, Sir Percivale,
Whom Arthur and his knighthood called The Pure,
Had passed into the silent life of prayer,
Praise, fast, and alms; and leaving for the cowl
The helmet in an abbey far away
From Camelot, there, and not long after, died.
Tennyson opens "The Holy Grail" with a purposeful movement from
"noiseful arms" to "the silent life." To understand the full significance of this
passage, it is helpful to note Tennyson's earlier uses of "noise." In "Gareth and
Lynette," Merlin explains how a Fairy King and Fairy Queens came,
... each with harp in hand,
And built [Camelot] to the music of their harps.

For an ye heard a music, like enow
They are building still, seeing the city is built
To music, therefore never built at all,
And therefore built forever.
(257-8, 271-4)
Here, the musical harmony is associated with the process of building and creation.
The music is representative of the ideals that Camelot is built upon. It is both
"never built" and "built forever," in a characteristic Tennysonian paradox, because
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for Camelot to exist, the ideals must always be sought after but never achieved.
In "Balin and Balan," Balin for a time achieves some degree of success in
leading a gentle and noble life. He enjoys the approval of the other knights and the
Queen and feels that, "all the world / Made music, and he felt his being move / In
music with his Order, and the King" (206-9). Here the music is a sign of the
harmony he feels in being part of a society that upholds, and strives towards, the
same goals.
In "Merlin and Vivien," the image changes in Vivien's song of seduction:
It is the little rift within the lute,
That by and by will make the music mute,
And ever widening slowly silence all.
(388-90)
The "little rift" is symbolic of the loss of faith which she is trying to instill in Merlin.
When this understanding is reflected back upon the music in Gareth's and Balin's
stories, it shows that faith in the ideal makes the music. When all the knights
believe in Arthur's ideal there is a sense of harmony.
For Percivale, the harmonious music of Arthur's order has been reduced to
"noiseful arms." Percivale no longer feels himself to be a part of something larger,
as Balin did, or to be involved in the creation of Camelot's ideals as Gareth did.
Consequently, this ominous prelude to the quest should alert the reader to the
isolation and disillusionment besieging Camelot.
Tennyson increases the sense of weariness and loneliness by seating the two
monks "Beneath a world-old yew-tree, darkening half / The cloisters, on a gustful
April morn / That puffed the swaying branches into smoke" (15-17). The image has
tension because the "gustful April morn" is at odds with the melancholy "world
old" tree which is "darkening half the cloisters." For Tennyson, the yew-tree has a
morbid quality. In In Memoriam, he gives it the same archaic, timeworn quality:
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Old Yew, which graspest at the stones
That name the under-lying dead,
Thy fibres net the dreamless head,
Thy roots are wrapt about the bones.

The seasons bring the flower again,
And bring the firstling to the flock;
And in the dusk of thee, the clock
Beats ou.t the little lives of men.

And gazing on thee, sullen tree,
Sick for thy stubborn hardihood,
I seem to fail from out my blood
And grow incorporate into thee.
(II, 1-8, 12-16)
Placing Percivale under such a tree reinforces the first seven lines of the poem
where he runs away from the active life of Camelot and waits to die. He no longer
has the heart to invest effort into life, and his conversation with Ambrosius is just a
ticking away of the clock. The images of decay contrasted with the "gustful April
morn" serve to enhance the sense of tragedy--of life lost before its time. Tennyson
wants to make it clear that Percivale's life is over before he even begins telling his
story, so he introduces the narrative appropriately: "... ere the summer when he
died, / The monk Ambrosius questioned Percivale" (16-7).
Rather than the traditional style of the previous idylls, Percivale's story takes
on the tone of a confessional, and we must wonder, as Ambrosius does, why he left
Camelot to begin with. He asks, '"what drove thee from the Table Round, / My
brother? Was it earthly passion crost?'" (28-9), and Percivale's response again
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insinuates that the jousts at Camelot are an attempt to cover up the spiritual
inadequacies that lie beneath:
'Nay,' said the knight; 'for no such passion mine,
But the sweet vision of the Holy Grail
Drove me from all vainglories, rivalries,
And earthly heats that spring and sparkle out
Among us in the jousts, while women watch
Who wins, who falls; and waste the spiritual strength
Within us, better offered up to Heaven.'

(30-6)
On the surface, this explanation seems simple enough. Percivale has seemingly left
the court because of the spiritual decay that is hidden beneath the glamorous and
exciting exterior. Yet for Percivale, the problem is much more complex and
insidious than he is at first willing to admit. This is because Percivale is
characterized by sinful purity.
On the surface, sin and purity seems opposites, but Tennyson has already
interwoven the two in King Pellam. According to Ketcham and Kurtz,
The real meaning of "sin" has to do not with committing evil deeds, not with
willfully breaking laws, not even with the act of "falling short." The term sin
classically signifies not an action but the state of falling short, a situation of
alienation from reality (193).
"Alienation from reality" is the best term to describe both Pellam and Percivale.
Pellam, "once a Christless foe" (BB 94), after seeing how Arthur "prospered in the
name of Christ ...took, as in rival heat, to holy things" (96-7). Put Pellam obviously
goes too far. He now claims to be a descendant of Joseph of Arimathea, eats barely
enough to live, scorns his wife, and collects holy relics including a spear brought by
Joseph of Arimathea, which pierced the side of Jesus. Finally, when asked for his
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tribute, he answers, "I have quite foregone / All matters of this world: Carlon, my
heir, / of him demand it" (113-5).
Pellam strives for purity, but for sinful reasons. In addition, he is so far
removed from reality that he serves no functional purpose. Percivale is also known
as "The Pure" by the other knights, and while he is obviously not so out of touch as
Pellam, he is still trying to escape Arthur's call to pursue the ideal. It is also no
coincidence that while Pellam claims to have the spear of Joseph of Arimathea,
Pelleas sets off on an adventure to find the Grail that Joseph supposedly brought
with him as well.
As Percivale retells his story, he seems insecure about the spiritual qualities of
the Grail because of the ambiguous outcome of his quest. Ambrosius is a helpful
character in this regard, for he is skeptical about a holy relic that possesses such
powers. Being a practical man, he understands that healing is not free, and that it
cannot be given. Consequently, his first assumption is that the Holy Grail is more
of a symbol of healing, and he asks:
'What is it:
The phantom of a cup that comes and goes?'
'Nay, monk! what phantom?' answered Percivale.
The cup, the cup itself ....'
(43-46)
Percivale's insistent response betrays his underlying fear that he may be projecting
his hopeful desires onto the situation. The Holy Nun has convinced him that the
Grail is the solution to a problem, for she initially prayed "that it would come, /
And heal the world of all their wickedness!" (93-4).
It should be noted here that many critics look skeptically upon the nun's Grail
experience. Like Pellam, she turned with single-minded devotion to extreme
asceticism. When Percivale sees her after her Grail vision, she is so emaciated that
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"the sun / Shone, and the wind blew, through her, and I thought / She might have
risen and floated" (98-100). There is also the matter of her blunted passion which
some see manifesting itself through her vision. When she sees it, the Grail is,
"Rose-red with beatings in it, as if alive" (118).
The only rebuttal to this assertion which makes sense is Elaine Jordan's
argument that
critics who see her, Percivale and Galahad as all motivated by a psychotic
sublimation of sexuality travesty the poem's investment in Galahad's year of
miracles, his experience of the sacrament as real (464-81) and his final entry
after missionary crusading into the spiritual city, out of this world (515-32)
(174).
Coming to Camelot, she begged Percivale: "fast thou too and pray, / ... That
so perchance the vision may be seen / By thee and those, and all the world be
healed" (125, 127-8). Through her enthusiasm, the Holy Nun misleads Percivale
into believing that the Grail can be summoned by the rituals of fasting and praying.
By emphasizing a tangible reward for spiritual reflection, she lures Percivale and
many other knights into becoming "Expectant of the wonder that would be" (133).
In the aftermath of his excitement, hm,vever, Percivale has begun to recognize
his boldness and impatience. He relates to Ambrosius how a light "seven times
more clear than day" (187), interrupted their great banquet, and hmv he perceived
this as a great sign that the Grail was near. He also tells hovv Arthur came in during
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But since I did not see the Holy Thing,
I sware a vow to follow it till I saw.'
(277-282)
Now Percivale is able to admit that "bold was mine answer," but this only adds
more evidence to the assertion that he was merely caught up in the Grail fervor.
Arthur, on the other hand, believed the hall had been struck by lightning, which
could easily explain the "sound" and the "light" which Percivale attributed to the
Grail. Here is the first instance where Percivale denies any realistic interpretation,
and instead believes that he has been given a divine sign to find the Holy Grail.
For a time this belief uplifts him and he feels as if he has been singled out for
this honor. When he describes Arthur's tournament the next day, he tells
Ambrosius that
I mys�lf and Galahad, for a strength
Was in us from the vision, overthrew
So many knights that all the people cried,
And almost burst the barriers in their heat,
Shouting, "Sir Galahad and Sir Percivale!"
(333-37)
Even though Galahad actually saw the Grail, and actually heard a voice calling his
name, Percivale still feels that his vision was of equal importance, and his inflated
confidence allows him a new strength of purpose. He feels as if the whole world is
cheering for him, and he imagines the crowd trying to break onto the field to
congratulate him.
Percivale has painted the world the way he wants to see it. Alienated from
reality and immersed in his own fantasy, he has become oblivious to the
repercussions of the quest. The next day, as the procession of knights is leaving
Camelot, Percivale's detached description illustrates how out of touch he is. He
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recounts that
The knights and ladies wept, and rich and poor
Wept, and the King himself could hardly speak
For grief, and all in middle street the Queen,
Who rode by Lancelot, wailed and shrieked aloud,
"This madness has come upon us for our sins."
(353-57)
Percivale rides amid this chaos unshaken; in fact, his first response is one of
overpowering confidence:
And I was lifted up in heart, and thought
Of all my late-shown prowess in the lists,
How my strong lance had beaten down the knights,
So many and famous names; and never yet
Had heaven appeared so blue, nor earth so green,
For all my blood danced in me, and I knew
That I should light upon the Holy Grail.
(361-67)
Heady with a sense of control and power, his bright description parallels his opinion
of himself. He feels worthy and revels in his superiority. He finds satisfaction in
his success at having "beaten down the knights." His heaven is blue, his earth is
green, and his blood is alive with the sense of his power. Percivale feels as if he can
accomplish anything until he begins to reflect on Arthur's words.
. . . the dark warning of our King,
Came like a driving gloom across my mind.
Then every evil word I had spoken once,
And every evil thought I had thought of old,
And every evil deed I ever did,
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Awoke and cried, "This Quest is not for thee."
(368, 370-74)
In the space of ten lines, Percivale's self-esteem has degenerated completely. From
power and confidence to evil and unworthiness, the sudden change is disconcerting,
even to the reader, and proves the truth of what the holy hermit will soon tell him:
"Thou hast not true humility, / The highest virtue ... / for what is this, / Thou
thoughtest of thy prowess and thy sins?" (445-46, 454-55).
Because of his desire to create a fantastic world in place of a real one,
Percivale, as a result of pride, unconsciously views himself as either a saint or a
criminal, for both arrogance and self-abasement result from pride. Through pride
we imagine ourselves to be the center of our universe, the basis by which we judge
what goes on around us. When Percivale is proud, his earth is green and his sky is
blue; when he is shamed, all he sees is a driving gloom and his defects. Learning
humility then, is accepting the good with the bad, "the embrace of both-and-ness,

both saint and sinner, both beast and angel, that constitutes our very being as
human" (Kurtz 186).
Percivale judges himself in relation to others, which is why it pleases him to
have defeated "so many and famous names." He wants to be ranked highly, for he
thinks this is the ideal of Camelot. Consider the great hall which Merlin built:
. . . four great zones of sculpture, set betwixt
With many a mystic symbol, gird the hall:
And in the lowest beasts are slaying men,
And in the second men are slaying beasts,
And on the third are warriors, perfect men,
And on the fourth are men with growing wings,
And over all one statue in the mould
Of Arthur...with a crown,
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And peaked wings ....
(232-40)

It is - no wonder, then, that Percivale thinks the way he does. Merlin has exemplified
a ladder of growth for the knights to- follow, yet the model is completely unrealistic
and unachievable for any but Galahad. Until the Grail quest, the knights subscribe
to such progression, but after they return defeated, it is important to note that a
storm had "from the statue Merlin moulded for us/ Half-wrenched a golden wing"
(729-30). The quest teaches- them an important lesson about the illusions of moral
perfection, and their unwavering faith in Arthur's- ideals is- visibly shaken.
Percivale confronts- Arthur's- ideals vividly on his- quest. Before he meets- the
holy hermit, Percivale encounters five visions. The first is an edenic apple orchard
with a clear, crisp brook running through it. The second is- a gracious and innocent
woman spinning in the doorway of a house, with her baby asleep inside. In the
third vision, both a plowman and a milkmaid leave their respective chores and fall
down before a yellow gleam which flashes- from the east. The fourth vision is a
huge knight who radiates- glory and splendour, all adorned in armor and jewels-.
The final vision is- of a city upon a hill, with a crowd of people all cheering and
encouraging him, crying, "Welcome, Percivale!/ Thou mightiest and purest among
men!" (425-6). Each vision turns to dust as Percivale tries to grasp or become a part
of it, and after each he becomes- more frustrated and disheartened. Tennyson
himself explained the parabolic meaning behind the visions very simply:
"The gratification of sensual appetite brings- Percivale no content. Nor does wifely
love and the love of the family; nor does- wealth, which is worshipt by labour; nor
does glory; nor does fame" (qtd. in Ricks 888). None of these symbols- is enough to
bring satisfaction, and in Percivale' s- case they leave him thirsty and lonely.
Percivale's- response to the evaporation of his visions is utter dejection:
... I
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was left alone once more, and cried in grief,
"Lo, if I find the Holy Grail itself
And touch it, it will crumble into dust."
(436-9)
The nature of the spiritual quest is to tear down the person we imagine ourselves to
be. Often, because of pride, we make this process more difficult than it has to be, as
Percivale illustrates. But only after the confusion is heartfelt, and the old identity is
destroyed, can Percivale begin to build a new self. As the holy hermit tells him,
"Thou has not lost thyself to save thyself / As Galahad" (456-7). For Galahad sat in
"The Siege Perilous," the one vacant chair at the Round Table. Fashioned by
Merlin, it is "perilous for good and ill; 'for there,' he said, / 'No man could sit but
he should lose himself'" (173-4). Merlin sat in the chair by mistake, but Galahad did
so purposefully, crying "If I lose myself, I save myself!" (178).
Galahad has confidence in his ability to lose himself to the larger good. He
sits in "The Siege Perilous" as a response to hearing of Merlin's doom. Also when
he hears the nun's tale, "his eyes became so like her own, they seemed / Hers, and
himself her brother more than I" (141-2). Galahad is responsive. He does not
initiate his own course of action; he responds to the needs and actions of others.
The nun seeks him out, and having plaited a sword-belt from her silken hair, she
binds this around him in solemn ceremony:
'My knight, my love, my knight of heaven,
0 thou, my love, whose love is one with mine,
I, maiden, round thee, maiden, bind my belt.
Go forth, for thou shall see what I have seen,
And break through all, till one will crown thee king
Far in the spiritual city;' and as she spake
She sent the deathless passion in her eyes
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Through him, and made him hers, and laid her mind
On him, and he believed in her belief.'

(157-65)
Her language and actions suggest a confused, romantic emotion. The nun has
shorn her hair, her sexuality, and offers it to Galahad as a sheath for his sword. But
the purpose of her ritual is greater than sensual passion. Among all the knights, the
nun chooses Galahad. Some critics have seen this exchange as hypnotism, and if so
it is a powerful one, but this is not the only explanation. The holy nun does not
need to overcome Galahad because she recognizes that his love is already one with
hers. As explained earlier, the spiritual capacity for power and possibility lies in the
submission of the selfish will. While the Victorian spiritualists of Tennyson's time
actively sought to foster that very quality (Owen 10), yet Galahad possesses it
innately.
Galahad realizes the irony involved in giving up his self-will, which has led
critics to see him as defying the Tennysonian rule of being human. Galahad's
wisdom does not come from pain, nor does he have to suffer to achieve the Grail.
In the midst of the chaos and disillusionment which blind the knights, he
maintains his sense of purpose without ever having to experience doubt or failure.
Even Percivale's sister achieves her spirituality through confrontation of social
limits. Galahad is the Tennysonian model of perfect spirituality. Instead of
struggling to interpret the Grail quest properly, as Lancelot and Percivale must do,
Galahad possesses a sense of certainty. William Brashear asserts that, "Galahad is
not man in the ordinary sense; he is more than man, and consequently we are
never allowed to enter his consciousness. Tennyson could not" (44).
Galahad, through submission of the selfish will, has opened himself to larger
possibilities, for as Percivale has shown, expectations simultaneously drive and
limit human perception. Once Percivale foregoes his preconceptions and opens
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himself to other possibilities, he is able to share the vision of the quest with Galahad
just as he had shared the nun's. For this reason, it is likely that what occurs between
the nun and Galahad, as well as between Galahad and Percivale, is not hypnotism.
Once individuals can abandon their need to control and create meaning, they are
capable of grasping a new perspective.
This "privileged passivity," when exercised, facilitates the process of spiritual
renewal. As W. David Shaw notes: "Achievement in the past is no guarantee of
Galahad's continued advance. In every moment Galahad must begin again and
create himself anew" (204). Galahad himself confides in Percivale that, "never yet /
Hath what thy sister taught me first to see, / This Holy Thing, failed from my side,
nor come I Covered" (468-71). Because he allows himself to be led by intuition and
action rather than trial and error, he is able to overcome whatever problems arise,
"Shattering evil customs everywhere" (477).
After Percivale has been counseled in the hermitage, he and Galahad take the
sacrament and Galahad confides in him, predicting his own ascension to the
spiritual city.
While thus he spake, his eye, dwelling on mine,
Drew me, with power upon me, till I grew
One with him, to believe as he believed.
(485-7)
In light of Percivale's susceptibility to religious fervor, this passage is reminiscent of
his compliance to the holy nun, only in this case, due to his recent temptation and
succor, he is able to share more fully in Galahad's perceptions. This is also
supported by the symbolism that "the day began to wane" and they enter into a
nighttime world. The night is symbolic because both knights must trust to more
than just their eyes to achieve their destination. In the spiritual quest the physical
landscape is distorted and vague in comparison with other, more lucid realities.
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Galahad takes Percivale into a realm that is beyond his ability to comprehend.
As Galahad rides across the swamp towards the spiritual city, each bridge, "as quickly
as he crost / Sprang into fire and vanished" (505-6). Galahad must continually
evolve and go forward or else be consumed by the changing world as Arthur's
stagnating kingdom is finally consumed. The images which Percivale describes
become increasingly vague as Galahad gets farther and farther away.
...o'er his head the Holy Vessel hung
Clothed in white samite or a luminous cloud.
And with exceeding swiftness ran the boat,
If boat it were--I saw not whence it came.
And when the heavens opened and blazed again
Roaring, I saw him like a silver star-And had he set the sail, or had the boat
Become a a living creature clad with wings?
And o'er his head the Holy Vessel hung
Redder than any rose, a joy to me,
For now I knew the veil had been withdrawn.
(512-22)
He cannot discern clearly what hides the Grail, nor can he see where the boat comes
from which carries Galahad away, or even if it is a boat at all. His perceptions are
reduced to questionings until he has a sudden, distant glimpse of the Grail. Then
his speech turns prophetic:
I saw the spiritual city and all her spires
And gateways in a glory like one pearl-No larger, though the goal of all the saints-
... and from the star there shot
A rose-red sparkle to the city, and there
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Dwelt, and I knew it was the Holy Grail,
Which never eyes on earth shall see again.
(526-32)
Again, the descriptions are surreal or even completely unreal--a city like a pearl, and
a "rose-red sparkle" that shoots across the sky. Somehow Percivale is able to know
that the sparkle is the Grail, just as he knows that it will never appear on earth
again. While Percivale does see the Grail, the fact that it follows Galahad into the
Spiritual city marks it as a sign of his victorious entry rather than Percivale's
worthiness. Like the nun's vision, Percivale's Grail is brilliant red as well.
Percivale's experience of having the "veil withdrawn" was a proclamation
not of spiritual fulfillment so much as of spiritual conclusion. It marks the end of
his search, for he feels his purpose has been fulfilled. After the experience, he was
not ready to go forth in the strength of his vision as Galahad did. Rather, he was
merely, "Glad that no phantom vext me more" (538).
Humility allows us to forgive ourselves when we fall short of the ideals set
before us by ourselves and others. Through his experiences, Percivale has learned a
measure of humility, for he goes back into his story and includes a part which he
has never told before. Pushed on by the simple questioning of Ambrosius, who
asks, "saving this Sir Galahad, / Came ye on none but phantoms in your quest, / No
man, no woman? (561-3), Percivale finally finds the strength to reveal and accept the
paradox of his quest that has haunted him for so long:
All men, to one so bound by such a vow,
And women were as phantoms. 0, my brother,
Why wilt thou shame me to confess to thee
How far I faltered from my quest and vow?
(564-65)
Percivale, misunderstanding the its' true significance, desperately wants to find the
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Grail. The story he tells Ambrosius is tragic because of this, for Percivale came upon
a town that was ruled by his first true love. Now a princess, she has been widowed
and sees Percivale as the answer to her want of a prince. He has found a
sentimental ending to his quest, for the people all gather around him in
supplication, saying:
We have heard of thee: thou art our greatest knight,
Our Lady says it, and we well believe:
Wed thou our Lady, and rule over us,
And thou shalt be as Arthur in our land.

(602-5)
Most other knights coming upon such a fortuitous arrangement would not hesitate
to accept such an offer, though not always for the most noble of reasons. Perhaps
this is why Percivale does not accept the arrangement and considers it a "wandering
fire." It is more likely, however, that Percivale does not stay because he feels
unworthy of being a ruler, especially after his five visions of material contentment
have turned to dust. His self-hatred, as well as his description of why he flees, seem
linked to the hermit's pronunciation that he has not learned to accept himself for
who he is:
'O me, my brother! but one night my vow
Burnt me within, so that I rose and fled,
But wailed and wept, and hated mine own self,
And even the Holy Quest, and all but her;
Then after I was joined with Galahad
Cared not for her, nor anything upon earth.

(606-11)
David Staines finds Percivale "summoned to the highest earthly commitment, to
'be as Arthur' in this realm; his refusal indicates the blindness that afflicts him as a
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consequence of his wrong commitment to the Grail" ("Holy Grail" 751). But
Percivale is not yet ready for such responsibility. Jean Rosenbaum observes,
The chief danger to a person who seeks and acquires visionary knowledge is
that he will forget that an extraordinary capacity for spiritual awareness brings
an increased responsibility for bringing freedom of the spirit to others (22).
While Percivale actively seeks greater awareness, he in no way finds it, for he can
hardly perceive his own needs. The visionary knowledge that would make him a
good ruler eludes him. After all, he runs away because his vow "burnt" him--his
vow to find the Grail and heal the world. Even though it destroys his self-respect,
his pride makes him believe that he can achieve greater things than simply being
king of a city.
This whole episode takes place early in his quest, before he has met either
Galahad or the hermit who chastises him for his pride. Yet the story's conclusion,
"Then after I was joined with Galahad / Cared not for her, nor anything upon
earth," is troubling. It is an unsettling parallel of his conclusion to the adventure
with Galahad: I "returned to whence I came, ...glad that no phantom vext me
more." Both statements reveal a lack of respect and appreciation for action and
community. It should also be noted that the encounter with the Lady was a
concrete, physical temptation, while the adventure with Galahad was entirely
phantasmal. Earlier it was noted that Percivale is unable to distinguish fantasy from
reality. The real world is not grand enough to satisfy his aspirations, yet the fantastic
world disturbs and upsets him with its unnatural and confusing revelations.
Caught between heaven and earth, distraught, offended, and shamed, the young
Percivale turns to the monastery, for,
as this later Tennyson could hardly bear to recognize, there is a part of us,
and not the worst part, that cannot accept mediation and uncertainty, that
persists in finding misery in ignorance and in making its poetry out of the
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refusal to be reconciled (Peltason 479).
But the fact that we find Percivale retelling his story with such careful tragedy shows
that Tennyson expects us to accept uncertainty. However painful that acceptance
must be, to be human is to attempt to reconcile the intellectual and spiritual ideals
with the human inevitability of failure. In mediating between these irreconcilable
extremes, poetry is created from paradox, even for confused, tragic Percivale who
struggles vainly to repent of his sinful state.

VI
Sir Bors

When Percivale tells of his encounter with Bors, Ambrosius remembers the
good knight equally for his honesty and sadness:
'Sir Bors it was
Who spake so low and sadly at our board;
And mighty reverent at our grace was he:
A square-set man and honest; and his eyes,
An out-door sign of all the warmth within,
Smiled with his lips--a smile beneath a cloud,
But heaven had meant it for a sunny one' (697-703).
In comparison with the other knights, Bors differs in that, "small heart was his after
the Holy Quest" (654). Bors' real concern is for Lancelot because, "his former
madness, once the talk / And scandal of our table, had returned" (646-7). Lancelot is
revered by all, even Arthur, who says of him, "Lancelot is Lancelot, and hath
overborne/ Five knights at once, and every younger knight, / Unproven, holds
himself as Lancelot" (302-4). Lancelot's prowess is the object of much hero worship,
and Bors is honored to count himself among his friends.
Bors' concern is genuine and does not stem from envy. For him, Camelot
represents a sacred Brotherhood, a holy order set up for the most noble purposes.
As Percivale notes to Ambrosius, Bors derives his identity from the goals of the
Round Table, and even more from his relation to Lancelot,
For Lancelot's kith and kin so worship him
That ill to him is ill to them; to Bors
Beyond the rest; he well had been content
Not to have seen, so Lancelot might have seen,
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The Holy Cup of healing.
(648-52)
Bors, compared with the other knights, has a greater sense of connection with the
true implications of Arthur's ideals, which explains his attachment to, and empathy
for, Lancelot. Bors sees the dichotomy of Lancelot: on the one hand Lancelot
represents all nobleness and courtesy; conversely, he bears a notoriously sinful
love. This is likely why Bors' concern for Lancelot weighs so heavily upon him.
This selfless concern is a remarkable trait, for the fact that he is willing to
share in Lancelot's burdens as well as his triumphs is proof of his genuine love and
friendship. The fact that ill to Lancelot is ill to Bors shows that Bors' sense of
identity attempts to include not only himself, but others of the Round Table as well.
Because of the sin and disillusionment that abound in Camelot, Bors' sense of
identity is fragmented, and his quest is characterized by physical encounters that
symbolize the emotional turmoil and alienation he feels at the court.
When he rides out to the "lonest tract of all the realm," he finds "a people ...
I Our race and blood" (HG 658-660). His whole encounter with these people is
nothing more than an ironic portrayal of Camelot. In a parody of the 'spires of
Camelot,' they too have "stones they pitch up straight to heaven." Instead of
Merlin, they have "wise men/ strong in that old magic which can trace / The
wandering of the stars" (663-65). They also tell him, "almost Arthur's words," that
he follows "a mocking fire." But they are sun worshipers and naturalists like
Vivien and Tristram, and they represent the decadence and misguided faith that is
growing in Camelot.
Bors' confrontation with these people is representative of his struggle to
retain a pure faith in Arthur's ideals despite the disillusionment which marks
young knights like Pelleas, and the sin which marks friends, such as Lancelot.
Arthur's ideals have set up boundaries within the knighthood, between those who
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still strive to achieve the original goals and those who knowingly and consistently
fall short of the ideals which they consider to be unreachable.
These psychological and emotional boundaries are represented by physical
boundaries in Bors' quest. As one of the knights who retains "his conscience as his
King," Bors is relegated to "the lonest tract of all the realm." In addition, because
Bors is able to keep his faith, the people, his "own race and blood," "Seized him, and
bound and plunged him into a cell / Of great piled stones" (672-3). Again, this is a
material characterization of his spiritual dilemma. In the state of moral decay that
Camelot is in, how can he maintain his identity when that identity is also
dependent upon the actions of the other, more cynical knights? This is the struggle
of the individual versus the community--the pain that integration creates when
there are blatant differences of opinion and belief. Outside his cell, "In darkness
through innumerable hours / He heard the hollow-ringing heavens sweep / Over
him ..." (674-6). Inside the cell, Bors is consumed by the loneliness and grief which
his feelings of alienation and disappointment have inspired.
The keys to the prison which holds him are memory and love. When the
"great stone slipt and fell, / Such as no wind could move" (677-78), Bors is able to
see,
The seven clear stars of Arthur's Table Round-
For, brother, so one night, because they roll
Through such a round in heaven, we named the stars,
Rejoicing in ourselves and in our King-And these, like bright eyes of familiar friends,
In on him shone.
(681-6)
Unsure of his intentions in wanting to be a part of such a fragmented society, Bors is
reassured by his memory of an earlier joy which they shared. The stars remind him
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of the "bright eyes of familiar friends," and he is able to recall the emotions and
goals that once bound him to the other knights. Even more, he remembers the
rejoicing with which they initiated their new kingdom and celebrated Arthur's high
ideals. Realizing this, Bors desires to be a part of that community again despite the
imperfection which is now a much more visible part of Camelot.
"And then to me, to me,"
Said good Sir Bors, "beyond all hopes of mine,
Who scarce had prayed or asked it for myself-
Across the seven clear stars--O grace to me-
In colors like the fingers of a hand
Before a burning taper, the sweet Grail
Glided and past."
(686-92)
The vision of the Grail, which for Bors is a symbol of integration because it passes
before the seven stars of Arthur's Round Table, is seen because he is willing to
grieve for Lancelot, and suffer in spirit with him. It is exactly that desire to forego
the vision of the grail for himself so that Lancelot might find it that allows him to
see the Grail and feel rejoined to the Round Table. As Galahad has lost himself to
save himself, Bors has accepted his measure of loneliness and alienation so that he
might fully embrace community.
But while Bors is able to accept his own failings and his quest and speak of
them to Percivale, he is unable to retell the story when he returns to Camelot.
When he enters the hall, he immediately finds Lancelot and "caught his hand, /
Held it, and there, half-hidden by him, stood" (750-1). Though Arthur asks him if
he succeeded in his quest, Bors says only: "' Ask me not, for I may not speak of it: I
saw it," and the tears were in his eyes' (755-6). He cannot yet tell his story, but he is
able to visibly reaffirm his loyalty to Lancelot, and the fact that he has returned from
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the Quest at all is a sign of his renewed loyalty to Arthur and Camelot as well.

VI

Sir Lancelot

Tennyson offers Lancelot as an easy scapegoat for the decline of Camelot
through developing his relationship to the Queen, his legendary prowess in
tournament, and his closeness to Arthur in the preceding idyll, "Lancelot and
Elaine." But because Lancelot is the most complex and remarkable of all the
knights, this idea deserves closer scrutiny. On one hand he is Arthur's greatest
warrior, known for his nobility, true speech, and most of all, humility. Many of the
other knights portrayed (i.e. Sir Kay, Gawain, Balin, Tristram) might be chivalrous
in battle, but at the court they are arrogant, crass, or disrespectful while Lancelot's
courtesy extends into all aspects of his life. When Balin looks for an example of
Arthur's ideals as a model for himself, he chooses Lancelot. But in the end, all the
shining perfection that Lancelot exemplifies only makes his betrayal of Arthur the
more tragic and confusing. Lancelot and Guinevere's adulterous love snaps the last
vestiges of idealistic belief in Balin and Pelleas and gives license to the cynicism of
Tristram and Vivien.
Lancelot's story begins before the "The Holy Grail," but only in this idyll does
he finally begin to penetrate the mysterious paradox that plagues him. Upon
returning from the Grail quest Lancelot elucidates to Arthur all that he has come to
understand about himself:
in me lived a sin
So strange, of such a kind, that all of pure,
Noble, and knightly in me twined and clung
Round that one sin, until the wholesome flower
And poisonous grew together, each as each,
Not to be plucked asunder.
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(769-74)
Originally, Lancelot aspired to chivalry, unselfishness, and honor from a desire to be
a noble knight, and it was through these qualities that he attained his early glory and
won the affection of Guinevere. But over time, the appeal of chivalry faded and
changed until it was simply a need to please Guinevere. As the flowers have grown
together, Lancelot has progressively lost his identity, and as the holy saint told him,
"That save they could be plucked asunder, all / My quest were but in vain" (779-80).
But while he strives to regain his own identity, "To tear the twain asunder in my
heart" (783), his madness sets upon him again and he is reduced to a pitiable state.
Now confused and lost, Lancelot tells how he was,
... beaten down by little men,
Mean knights, to whom the moving of my sword
And shadow of my spear had been enow
To scare them from me once.
(786-9)
The combination of his madness and this subsequent frailty suggest, to his besieged
mind, the implications of rejecting Guinevere. He irrationally fears that he would
lose his name and fame as well as his prowess, for he sees these as inevitably linked
with his service to her.
Being highly conscientious, Lancelot carries the burden of his impropriety
upon his features: "The great and guilty love he bare the Queen, / In battle with the
love he bare his lord, /Had marred his face, and marked it ere his time" (LE 244-6).
Lancelot carries a heaviness with him; of all the knights, he has suffered and
struggled and succumbed to temptation. He is plagued by his betrayal to a lord
whom he loves and believes in. Aware of his failure to uphold Arthur's ideals,
Lancelot has accepted the reality of his imperfection and consequently makes an
effort not to judge others. Even at the remote Castle of Astolat where he first meets
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Elaine, Lancelot is ruled by his courtesy: "into that rude hall / [he] Stept with all
grace, and not with half disdain / Hid under grace, as in a smaller time, / But kindly
man moving among his kind" (LE 260-64). While Tennyson has created Arthur as,
"the highest of men," Lancelot is the most human, the most perfectly imperfect, of
men. His grandeur resides in the paradox he embodies. He is a man who is broken
in spirit--and in his own words--this is his strength. He responds to Lavaine's awe
of him by confessing that, "in me there dwells / No greatness, save it be some far-off
touch / Of greatness to know I am not great" (LE 447-49).
This response is the mark of a man struggling to believe in himself.
Frustrated by the failure of his own ideals, he seeks faith in himself through the
respect of others. He wants Guinevere to have complete faith in his abilities as the
greatest knight and the most virtuous lover. He needs her faith, because as a knight
he has proven unfaithful to his King and must replace that broken trust with an
insoluble allegiance to Guinevere. He struggles vainly to keep her faith intact, but
even before the Grail quest, he understands the burdensome obligation that he is
enslaved to:
Alas for Arthur's greatest knight, a man
Not after Arthur's heart! I needs must break
These bonds that so defame me: not without
She wills it: would I, if she willed it? nay,
Who knows? but if I would not, then may God,
I pray him, send a sudden Angel down
To seize me by the hair and bear me far ....
(LE 1408-1414)
He realizes his predicament, yet he still admits that he cannot overcome
Guinevere's will. He craves release, but refuses to release; unless she wills him to
stop loving her, he cannot. He sees how far beyond his control his desire is, and

..
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offers a conditional prayer of sorts. He is almost ready to admit that he needs an
outside force to help shape his destiny and that he cannot overcome this dilemma
on his own. But Lancelot's pride is not completely gone, hence the words 'but if I
would not.' He is still warring within himself, still lingering in his affections for
Guinevere and taking solace in her apologies.
Whereas the other knights are driven by the pursuit of glory, Lancelot is
motivated by love, especially his love for Guinevere. With a "heart / Love-loyal to
the least wish of the Queen" (LE 88-9), he is selfless in his desire to please her, even
at the expense of his own pride. Lancelot has given over his will to her so
completely that she has become his motivating force, his reason to strive and
succeed. In the sense of his "devotion" and "surrender," as well as his "habitual
need" to serve her, Lancelot's desire for Guinevere falls under the definition of
"addiction." However trite it may seem, his compulsive servitude even mirrors the
modern definitions of alcoholism. While perhaps an irrelevant comparison, it
nonetheless reveals an important similarity. Only through understanding the
obsessive madness which marks him can one marvel at his achievements. For
Lancelot, every noble deed is a service to his queen, and as such, it is infused with
both the realization of his sinful love and a desire for redemption. Guinevere is the
source of all his joy and pain, and his will is governed by hers.
It is in "Lancelot and Elaine" that we see him exposed for the misguided
knight he is. It ends with Lancelot, the greatest of all knights, sitting in judgment
upon his own soul, finding it lacking, and admitting that God's reckoning is
necessary. Here Tennyson is setting us up for "The Holy Grail," for he concludes,
"So groaned Lancelot in remorseful pain, / Not knowing he should die a holy man"
(LE 1417-18). Lancelot's remorseful pain is the key. Tennyson is advocating
reflection as the true path to holiness. It is only by weighing our actions and
experiences in the light of what we expect of ourselves that we truly understand
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how we fall short of our goals and our potential.
The role that Tennyson has given Lancelot in the quest is to document this
struggle and failure to let go of his sin. In Malory's Grail quest, Lancelot is successful
in attaining the vision, but Tennyson does not allow him a satisfactory glimpse,
despite the fact that "he would die a holy man." In Tennyson: The Growth of a
Poet, Jerome Buckley explains Tennyson's inclination to focus on unconventional
characters:
Tennyson likewise seems more concerned with the mixed middle state
of human beings than with an inhuman or superhuman sanctity, for he
concentrates primary attention throughout the Idylls on the conflicts of
troubled souls, and he takes care to give his real protagonists, Lancelot and
Guinevere, the sort of close psychological motivation that neither Galahad
nor Arthur requires (189).
Despite his sinfulness, or more likely, because of it, Tennyson wants the reader to
identify with Lancelot's struggles and failures rather than just dismissing him as the
author of his own ruin. Tennyson, in the spirit of St. John of the Cross, firmly
believed that true holiness could be achieved only after "the Dark night of the
Soul."
During "The Holy Grail," Lancelot's "Dark night" of doubt is at hand. He
doubts his love for Guinevere. He doubts his will to surrender her. He fears that
his sin has undermined his many accomplishments. But only through doubt can
faith grow. Tennyson himself believes that, "There lives more faith in honest
doubt, / Believe me, than half the creeds" (In Memoriam, Epilogue 101-2). Quite
literally, Tennyson is pointing out that Lancelot needs to suffer in order to be holy,
that there are no shortcuts in the struggle for spirituality.
Thus, "The Holy Grail" is deliberately placed on the heels of Balin, Merlin,
and Lancelot's stories, wherein each suffers a test of faith. As Ann Colley notes in
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Tennyson and Madness: "This idyll reflects [Tennyson's] anxiety concerning
England's religious crisis. Like England, Camelot is an unbalanced state suffering
from a loss of faith" (106). Balin loses faith in virtue because he spies Lancelot and
Guinevere together. Merlin loses faith in the future of Camelot because Vivien
taunts him with tales of the infidelity of all the knights. But while Lancelot has lost
faith in the motivating power of love, he reflects the narrator's struggle in In
Memoriam for a higher trust:
I falter where I firmly trod,
And falling with my weight of cares
Upon the great world's altar-stairs
That slope through darkness up to God,

I stretch lame hands of faith, and grope,
And gather dust and chaff, and call
To what I feel is Lord of all,
And faintly trust the larger hope.
(LV 13-20)
Lancelot is Arthur's greatest knight because he perseveres through dark times which
others cannot bear, but he must still suffer through this test of faith.
Though strong, Lancelot still seeks to escape the pain that, even in madness,
plagues him. After he has been overcome by lesser knights, Lancelot finds his way
to the sea where he finds a storm of such ferocity that "the clouded heavens / Were
shaken with the motion and the sound" (797-8). Lancelot seeks to lose himself "in
the great sea and wash away [his] sin."
Merlin describes, "The sin that practice burns into the blood" (MV 760), and
he explains to Vivien that this is "the sin that will brand us, after, of whose fold we
be" (MV 762). Lancelot is branded by the practice of serving Guinevere. As a sign of

Shetler 55
his devotion, we find, in "Lancelot and Elaine," that he has won each of Arthur's
nine diamonds in the yearly jousts. He had intended to present these to her, but
Guinevere, upset by false rumors that Lancelot had accepted Elaine's love, berates
and accuses him, and casts the diamonds into the stream just as the death barge of
Elaine floats into Camelot. Even before he spies the barge, Lancelot's whole system
of thought has been thrown into turmoil. When Guinevere unjustly dismisses
him, Lancelot nearly disregards "love, life, [and] all things." His incentive to
persevere has disappeared as completely as the diamonds, and death lies "smiling,
like a star in blackest night."
Then from the smitten surface flashed, as it were,
Diamonds to meet them, and they past away.
Then while Sir Lancelot leant, in half disdain
At love, life, all things, on the window ledge,
Close underneath his eyes, and right across
Where these had fallen, slowly past the barge,
Whereon the lily maid of Astolat
Lay smiling, like a star in blackest night.
(LE 1228-35)
The power of the scene lies in the patient planning and near inhuman effort
for which Lancelot risked his life over nine years. Lancelot,
... had purpose to present [the diamonds] to the Queen,
When all were won; but meaning all at once
To snare her royal fancy with a boon
Worth half her realm, had never spoken word.
(LE 69-72)
So ardent is his love that his desire is to overwhelm her with such an enormous gift
that she will fall even deeper in love with him. He hopes that through his great
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skill he can prolong their affair, that in being the greatest knight he will become
worthy of her affection. After the Queen dismisses him, Lancelot's resulting
question, "what profits me my name / Of greatest knight?" (LE 1402-3), is a
recognition of his human limitations.
During the seven nights at sea, Lancelot is accompanied by "the moon and all
the stars" (806). For Bors, the stars, representing the knighthood, shone at the
moment before the Grail appeared to him, a symbol of his integration with Camelot.
But for Lancelot this omen is unfavorable. As he "drove along the dreary deep," the
moon and stars "drove with me" (805-6). He is haunted by the opinions of his
society for even the holy nun in her remote monestary has heard of "the sin against
Arthur," and "the strange sound of an adulterous race" (79-80). He must live with
the knowledge that rumors precede him on the one hand, and that he cannot detach
himself from the object of those rumors, hence the feminine figure of the moon,
representing Guinevere, drives with him as well.
For Lancelot, the spiritual quest involves confronting the sense of guilt
which is heaped upon him for Elaine's death, enduring Arthur's lecture on
responsibility and love, and accepting the reality of Guinevere's anger as well as the
possibility of their dissolution. All these incidents linger above him, and like stars
in a constellation, he can plot the course of his ethical downfall. For Lancelot has
disturbed the moral order of Camelot, and he can read his alienation by the signs
which they show him.
After seven nights at sea searching for his identity he reaches Carbonek, the
spiritual symbol of himself. The enchanted towers stand alone upon an island:
A castle like a rock upon a rock,
With chasm-like portals open to the sea,
And steps that met the breaker! there was none
Stood near it but a lion on each side
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That kept the entry, and the moon was full.
(811-5)
The full moon lights the scene and pulls the waves to crash against the "chasm-like
portals" which are "open to the sea." Like "the sin which practice burns into the
blood," the lions represent the strength which his sin has over his life because he
has been neglectful of his moral obligations for so long.
When he ascends into the sounding hall he sees nothing, "No bench nor
table, painting on the wall / Or shield of knight; only the rounded moon / Through
the tall oriel on the rolling sea" (825-7). Within himself he finds emptiness, unlike
Arthur's hall which Percivale describes in glowing terms to Ambrosius: "And,
brother, had you known our hall within / .. . Where twelve great windows blazon
Arthur's wars, / And the light which falls upon the board / Streams through the
twelve great battles of our King" (246-50). The sunlight that shines on Arthur's table
is emblazoned with communal achievements which beautify the common good.
But Lancelot's primary identity comes from the attentions of Guinevere, the
moonlight coming through the window. His achievements are only meant to
glorify Guinevere. This is the poison of the first flower--the hollowness of his
deeds. Yet the wholesome flower still lurks within:
But always in the quiet house I heard,
Clear as a lark, high o'er me as a lark,
A sweet voice singing in the topmost tower
To the eastward.
(829-32)
Hallam Tennyson noted his father's fondness for quoting these lines "for the beauty
of the sound. '"The Lark' in the tower toward the rising sun symbolizes Hope" (qtd.
in Ricks 900). The redeeming quality within Lancelot is the hope which lures him
on despite emptiness and failure.
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Following the voice up "a thousand steps," he comes to a door, where:
A light was in the crannies, and I heard,
'Glory and joy and honour to our Lord
And to the Holy Vessel of the Grail.'
Then in my madness I essayed the door;
It gave; and through a stormy glare, a heat
As from a seventimes-heated furnace, I,
Blasted and burnt, and blinded as I was,
With such a fierceness that I swooned away-
O, yet methought I saw the Holy Grail,
All palled in crimson samite, and around
Great angels, awful shapes, and wings and eyes.
(835-45)
Lancelot cannot tell whether or not he actually sees the Grail. His attempt to break
through the door that holds him from the Grail is rewarded by a glimpse of the
truth of his circumstances: the intense heat of his passion which blinds him and the
crimson samite which marks his illicit desire for Guinevere. The symbol of the
"seventimes-hea ted furnace" refers to Daniel 19 where Daniel and his friends are
condemned by the king for steadfastly speaking and upholding an unpopular truth
despite assurances of punishment. Likewise, Lancelot has ignored the truth of a sin
which his better judgment has long warned him against, and his guilt and
arbitration are extreme.
If we return to his conversation with Arthur in the previous idyll, we can see
him in the process of blinding himself to any responsibility for Elaine's death.
When Arthur insinuates that marrying Elaine might have been a preordained
opportunity, Lancelot attempts to deny his ability to control his emotions:
'Yea, to be loved, if what is worthy love
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Could bind him, but free love will not be bound.'
'Free love, so bound, were freest,' said the King.
Let love be free, free love is for the best.'

(1367-70)
The difference between their points of view lies in the use of the word, 'free.'
Lancelot's definition parallels, "Freedom, free to slay herself, and dying while they
shout her name," from "Locksley Hall Sixty Years After" (128), for he only seeks
freedom of choice, and he has chosen to slay his freedom and present it as a gift to
Guinevere.

Arthur's idea of freedom involves the release of confined aspirations.

Clearly there are different kinds of freedom, and in this case it is the difference
between Lancelot's position of free choice and Arthur's goal of a free spirit. But
Arthur more accurately discerns the human reality that our choices are limited.
Free choice does not produce infinite possibilities, but a truly free spirit will make
the best of all possibilities.
Lancelot's love for Guinevere is no longer free. She is his impetus to seek
glory and honor. He clings to her love and is bound by her will. Earlier in the
Idylls, we hear Vivien singing a song which she heard from Lancelot.
In Love, if Love be Love, if Love be ours,
Faith and unfaith can ne'er be equal powers:
Unfaith in aught is want of faith in all.

It is the little rift within the lute,
That by and by will make the music mute,
And ever widening slowly silence all.

The little rift within the lover's lute
Or little pitted speck in garnered fruit,
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That rotting inward slowly moulders all.

It is not worth the keeping: let it go:
But shall it? answer darling, answer, no.
And trust me not at all or all in all.
(MV 385-96)
The fact that Vivien is repeating it should be illustration enough of its
Machiavellian undertones. Lancelot begins with the assumption that if true love is
shared between two people, then each must share complete faith in that love and
that other person, otherwise it is not true love. Between Lancelot and Guinevere
there is no room to doubt the other because each is consumed by the guilt of
knowing they have broken faith with Arthur. Being conscious of this infidelity gets
in the way of their trust for each other, so they seek to blind themselves to it. But as
Lancelot learns, doubt does not kill love. Even though "it is not worth keeping,"
Love does not simply vanish; instead it becomes warped, turning into jealous pride.
For Lancelot, the quest pushes him to see himself objectively. It elucidates
the meditative state where Tennyson left him in "Lancelot and Elaine," but it does
not heal him. The quest has given Lancelot perception, but because of his
unwillingness to act upon this knowledge he is denied the satisfaction of fulfilling
his quest.

VIII

King Arthur's response
Finally, Ambrosius points Percivale towards a summation of the other
knights' experiences and Arthur's response to the quest. Percivale is proud to admit
that he remembers precisely, "since the living words / Of so great men as Lancelot
and our King / Pass not from door to door and out again, / But sit within the
house" (709-120). If anything redeems Percivale it is this: when he recognizes Truth
he meditates upon it, and does not treat it casually. Percivale's sincerity gives life to
words so that he might be changed by them.
Arthur's final speech, so practical and grounded in reality, is a parable which
Tennyson has aimed directly at Percivale, for it answers the accusation he made of
Arthur before the quest began--that he too would have followed the Grail:
And some among you held, that if the King
Had seen the sight he would have sworn the vow:
Not easily, seeing that the King must guard
That which he rules, and is but as the hind
To whom a space of land is given to plow.
Who may not wander from the allotted field
Before his work be done; but, being done,
Let visions of the night or of the day
Come, as they will; and many a time they come,
Until this earth he walks on seems not earth,
This light that strikes his eyeball is not light,
This air that smites his forehead is not air
But vision--yea, his very hand and foot-In moments when he feels he cannot die,
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And knows himself no vision to himself,
Nor the high God a vision, nor that One
Who rose again: ye have seen what ye have seen.
(899-915)
Being a parable, its interpretation changes for each listener. But here Arthur speaks
directly towards the hazards of the visionary lifestyle. Using himself as an example,
he notes the responsibilities he has accepted: "his space of land ...to plow." Once
his obligations are fulfilled, he is free to see and think whatever he chooses. For
Percivale this means that in choosing to go to the monestary, he has "left human
wrongs to right themselves" (894). Arthur's concern is that social responsibility
come before personal vision: if in actualizing your model of virtue you abandon
your neighbor and your friend, then you need to reevaluate your actions. But
having completed his work, Arthur is noticeably extreme in how far he supports the
enlightening spiritual experience. Tennyson speaks through Arthur, advocating
that the Spiritual realm is not only more important, but also more real than the
superfluous everyday world we mistakenly take for reality. Through Arthur,
Tennyson is speaking from his own visionary experiences. He describes one as
follows:
... a kind of waking trance--this for lack of a better word--1 have
frequently had, quite up from boyhood, when I have been alone. This has
come upon me through repeating my own name to myself silently, till all at
once, as it were out of the intensity of the consciousness of individuality,
individuality itself seemed to dissolve and fade away into boundless being,
and this not a confused state but the clearest, the surest of the surest, utterly
beyond words--where death is a laughable impossibility--the loss of
personality (if so it were) seeming no extinction, but the only true life (qtd. in
Rosenbaum 16).
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The similarities between Arthur's speech and Tennyson's state of
"hyperconciousness" are not coincidental. In both cases, the clarity and sense of
immortality involved have profoundly altered their senses of reality, and Tennyson
recognizes what a potentially dangerous thing this can be. Arthur speaks directly
against the temptation of abandoning the mortal, menial sphere we are born to, for
we must always return to the physical reality of our bodies when the visions pass.
Spiritual experience is simultaneously a necessity and a luxury. We cannot abandon
one in favor of the other as Percivale has tried to do. We must embrace the
mysterious duality of our existence, despite the fact we will never fully understand
how it works or why we have been gifted with such a paradoxical nature.
Arthur's concluding words are Percivale's last hope for understanding and
acceptance. But Percivale's closing words are as maddening and confusing to us as
Arthur's are to him: "So spake the King: I knew not all he meant" (916). Percivale
speaks of himself in past tense, and this combined with the simplicity of his
statement could mean that he now understands more of Arthur's words. But it
could just as easily mean that he has given up trying to understand Arthur's
enigmatic parable. Either way, Percivale is left to confront and interpret the signs
and events he has seen.
Yet Tennyson holds Percivale up as the protagonist despite the facts of his
failure and ignorance. He is given credit for his sincere consideration of the events
that occurred as well as Arthur's response to them. As frustrating as his ignorance
is, the characters of the next three idylls approach folly in their complete disrespect
for Arthur's ideals. Thus, the theme of interpretation is central to the Idylls. This
includes not only having the ability to see, but also having "the desire to see," as
Arthur tells Gawain.
While the knights of the previous idylls have been struggling to understand
the adventures and experiences which befall them, the characters of the later stories,
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namely Pelleas, Tristram, and Guinevere, are examples of those who have given up
the search for truth. Pelleas, because of youth and inexperience, does not
understand the proper sphere for the embodiment of Arthur's ideals. When
Guinevere asks why he is so distraught, he can only reply, "I have no sword" (PE
590). Pelleas has never been given the tools to understand what Arthur takes for
granted. Like Percivale, he simply cannot interpret why his noble actions have been
thwarted or even why his beliefs have been shattered.
"The Holy Grail" is central to the Idylls because it exemplifies a variety of
responses to bitter experience. As Dagonet, the Fool, explains clearly in "The Last
Tournament":
I have wallow'd, I have wash'd--the world
Is flesh and shadow--! have had my day.
The dirty nurse, Experience, in her kind
Hath foul' d me--an I wallow'd, then I wash'd-1 have had my day and my philosophies-And thank the Lord I am King Athur's fool.
(314-20)
As Dagonet knows, experience is necessary to acquire the gift of discernment. But
such experience must be cleansed of the disappointment inherant in its learning;
otherwise, a fragile ego, hurt and dejected, will become bitter or seek escape.
What this means for Percivale is that he must accept the consequences of his
actions and decisions, but this does not mean that he will ever come to any final or
unassailable conclusions.

IX

Conclusion
To be sane in a mad time is bad for the brain, worse for the heart.
The world is a holy vision, had we clarity to see it--a clarity
that men depend on men to make.
--"The Mad Farmer"
Wendell Berry

Within the Idylls, no one is completely innocent of Camelot's downfall.
Even Arthur is partially to blame for the self-destructive attitude which the knights
adopt, for he encourages their competitiveness by pitting them against each other in
tournaments and then glorifying those who excel. Guinevere understands this and
seems slightly cynical about it: "Ye know right well, how meek soe'er he seem,/ No
keener hunter after glory breathes./ He loves it in his knights more than himself:/
They prove to him his work" (LE 154-57).
Arthur rewards the outward manifestations of virtue and success, but this
does not mean that he is oblivious to the inner convictions which, when actualized,
result in glorious deeds. Rather, Arthur realized that only through action and
service can individuals realize their goals and potential. As Tennyson himself once
expressed: "Take away the sense of individual responsibility and men sink into
pessimism and madness" (qtd. in Colley 114). As King, Arthur understands how
society is dependent upon the actions of the individual to preserve and nourish
growth, but he is simultaneously unable to express to his knights that his dream
must be realized individually by each of them.
Tennyson compares this participation in society to the making of music. The
exploration of the individual will need not rebel against the societal order with
discordant force. Rather, if there is respect for "the framework and the chord," then
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another harmony will only give the song richness and depth. But the knights feel
that Arthur is creating and directing this music rather than realizing that he too is
just another voice.
Up until the Grail quest begins, all but Gareth feel constrained by Arthur's
vows, and as Tristram bitterly muses, "The vow that binds too strictly snaps itself"
(LT 652). For the knights, participation in the Round Table means foregoing their
own sense of self in service to the king. The result is ambiguity and chaotic
individuality. Having lost faith in the value of ethics and morals to give a sense of
purpose, each knight must embark on a quest for new meaning and new goals.
"The Holy Grail" advocates that the process of living; moving from
experience to experience in search of our individual ideal, is more important than
whether those ideals ever come to fruition. "For life to Tennyson meant vital
motion, the motion as of a buffeted ship sailing ..." (Buckley 88). Movement-
action, is vital because growth is vital, and growth is achieved only through the love
and want of a goal. For, "Love, says Arthur, is not a state of being but instead a state
of acting: to be in love is not the same as to love" ( Ryals, Great Deep, 124).
Tennyson's command is given through Guinevere, that "we needs must love the
highest when we see it" (G 655).
The key to the search for meaning is a balance between existence and
expectation. Percivale is so focused on what he will find when he abandons his
knightly responsibilities that he never realizes that in giving up all responsibility he
no longer has a need to find answers. For Ambrosius, the opposite is true. While
he is content in his passivity, and learns to take joy in the smallest instances of life,
he does not burn to achieve anything greater. He admits to Percivale that,
Poor men, when yule is cold,
Must be content to sit by little fires.
And this am I, so that ye care for me
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Ever so little; yea, and blest be Heaven
That brought thee here to this poor house of ours
Where all the brethren are so hard, to warm
My cold heart with a friend.
(612-18)
Too much passive acceptance of life in the face of honest desire and real
psychological need will shut the heart off to hope, as it seems to have done to the
other monks. Ambrosius admits that his heart is cold, but he didn't even realize
this until Percivale offered his story of spiritual expectation.
Within "The Holy Grail," each character has something to offer. No one has
all the answers and no one is faultless. Tennyson has succeeded in making the
Idylls a realistic portrayal of human interaction through the diversity of meaning
that each character adds because of both their flaws and their virtues, as well as their
contrasting perspectives of life. Even in the narrative method of its retelling, "The
Holy Grail" mimics the day-to-day approach to understanding ourselves and others.
Finally, "The Holy Grail" is such an important modern poem because of how
morality and ethics are shaped. We are encouraged to realize the subjectivity
involved in creating meaning in our lives, yet we are simultaneously challenged to
act upon what we do believe in, so that we do not fall into a systematic approach to
all problems. As Arthur confesses before passing away, "The old order changeth,
yielding place to new, / And God fulfils himself in many ways, / Lest one good
custom should corrupt the world" (PA 408-10).
Humans are not built to be mechanical in their problem solving. Much as we
might at times like them to be, our lives are not marked by reason and order. Clyde
de Ryals observes that, "the path to faith is thus prepared by doubt, which marks the
defeat of Reason" (Great Deep 198). No system of thought completely encompasses
or predicts the experience of living. Religions dispute the manifestations of God
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and spirituality. How then are we to successfully navigate the pitfalls and confusion
that wait behind all our best intentions?
For Tennyson, it is a combination of faith and self-sufficiency, and neither
alone will suffice. The human will is not strong enough to compensate for pain and
frustration when our beliefs and our loved ones fail us. But neither is faith enough
to sustain our desire for growth if we consistently and willfully refuse any attempts
to better our lives and ourselves through morality or ethics.

■
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